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Progress of the Forest Land 
Acquisition Program in Iowa 
BY G. B. MacDONALD 
State Forester 
I T HAS been difficult for some people to visualize the need 
of acquiring public forest areas in a highly agricultural 
state such as Iowa. The state should not allow its tremendous-
ly valuable agricultural land resources to deteriorate to such 
an extent as to require the setting aside of large state or na-
tional forests in order to avoid the complete dissolution of 
these lands. However, Iowa has its public forestry problems 
much the same as many other states. 
Iowa has been rather slow to see the value in placing limited 
areas of its poorest land under county, state or federal owner-
ship. In parts of the state the land adjustment problem has 
gone beyond the ability of the individual land owner properly 
to handle. In the past, Iowa's prosperity has depended very 
largely upon the productiveness of her soil resources. If the 
state is to remain prosperous she must make extensive adjust-
ments in her land use and management. 
In any comprehensive land adjustment program, the forest, 
both public and private, must assume its proper balance and 
relationship with the other phases of agriculture----cultivated 
crops and grazing. 
THE land survey which was started over a hundred years 
ago in Iowa showed some rather extensive forest areas. 
In fact, in some portions of northeastern Iowa almost 95 per 
cent of the land area was covered with timber. Extensive 
areas of forest were to be found throughout eastern and south-
ern Iowa. These timber tracts extended in rather broad bands 
in a northwesterly direction, following the main water courses. 
In the relatively rapid development of the state, and the in-
tensive development of agriculture, the tendency has been to 
destroy the forest cover on some lands which, from an ec-
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nomic standpoint, might oetter have been left in forests. The 
use of the rougher, thinner soils for cultivated agricultural 
crops has, especially in southern Iowa, produced disastrous re-
sults. After being cropped for a number of years without 
proper attention to satisfactory methods of soil management, 
there are now thousands of acres of land which must either 
be put back into agricultural use through an expensive pro-
cess of soil building or be us·ed for forage or forest crops which 
will keep a permanent cover on the soil. 
A large percentage of these native woodlands which have 
escaped cutting have been over-grazed by livestock, and, in 
most cases, young stands of reproduction are entirely lack-
ing. This naturally means the ultimate destruction of the 
forest cover. 
THE state is confronted with the problem of building up the 
relatively limited remaining forest areas which have not 
only been over-grazed but also cut over for many years leav-
ing only the poorer classes of timber. In addition, it will be 
necessary to reforest some of the poorest lands which have lost 
the productive top soil through soil erosion. A recent survey 
shows that in 18 counties in southern Iowa, no one has paid 
taxes on 20,000 acres of lands for a period of three to seven 
years. This means that these lands are to be taken over by 
the respective counties under the public bidder law. 
In order that I may not leave the impression that the forestry 
problem in Iowa is a public problem only, let me state that the 
practice of farm forestry on each of the 210,000 farms in Iowa, 
is, after all, the big forestry problem. Most of the farms are 
keeping their native woodlands in a good state of production, 
but there is a crying need for the planting or renewing of 
shelterbelts. The reforesting of the poorer soils which are not 
suitable for the production of cultivated crops is a pressing 
problem on many farms. These needs of the farmers are being 
handled through the research and the educational work of the 
Agricultural Experiment Station and the Extension Service. 
It is not the purpose of this paper to dwell upon the phase of 
farm forestry work in Iowa, but rather to indicate what has, 
and is, being done in the state in connection with state and 
federal forest areas. 
SOON after the beginning of the emergency conservation 
program in 1933, an effort was made through the Civil 
Works Administration and the State Planning Board to secure 
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a survey of the forests and wastelands of the state. This sur-
vey was begun in anticipation of the need for information if 
national or state forest lands were to be acquired in Iowa. 
About three-fourths of the state has been covered. The main 
objective was to secure data on the most promising areas for 
public forests. The data shows the location of the timber 
tracts, the general nature of the timber, the location of brush 
and swamp areas, badly eroded lands and also some informa-
tion in regard to the planted timber in the state. A large 
volume of data and a set of township maps are now available 
for about three-fourths of the state. 
During 1934, in cooperation with the U. S. Forest Service, 
maps and data were prepared showing the areas in the state 
which would be most suitable for federal and state forests. 
National forest purchase programs had been under way in 
most of the states for many years, and already small pur-
chases of federal land had been made in Ohio, Illinois and 
Indiana, where conditions were quite similar to those in Iowa. 
Using the data which was secured in the Iowa forest and 
wasteland survey, the state prepared maps showing proposed 
purchase areas to be considered for national forests in Iowa. 
Early in 1935, with the aid of experts from the regional office 
of the Forest Service at Milwaukeee, the proposed areas were 
surveyed, boundaries adjusted and a gross area of 529,000 acres 
recommended, within which national forest lands should be 
purchased. These units comprised portions of thirteen south-
ern Iowa counties. The region was divided into four purchase 
units or areas; the Grand River starting with Ringgold and 
Union counties on the west, the Chariton and the Chequest 
to the eastward and the Keosauqua unit in the southeast 
corner of the state. 
During the latter part of January, 1935, the U. S. Forest 
Service presented these recommendations to the National 
Forest Reservation Commission for approval. This commis-
sion which is made up of the Secretary of Agriculture, three 
other cabinet officers, two senators, and two congressmen, 
approved these areas recommended by the U. S. Forest Serv-
ice. This meant that the Forest Service was authorized to 
take options on the lands desirable for purchase in these units. 
WITHIN two weeks after the approval of the purchase 
areas by the Reservation Commission the Forest Service 
had men on the job making arrangements for the necessary 
Silver Anniversary 51 
surveys and appraisals, as well as for the actual optioning of 
the lands. A central office with an Acting Supervisor and 
assistants was s:et up at Ottumwa. Four district rangers were 
appointed, one for each of the purchase units indicated above. 
Later the central office was. moved to Des Moines, the capital 
city of the state. 
By the fall of 1935 approximately 10,000 acres of land had 
been optioned in the Iowa units. The purchase of this acreage 
was recommended to the National Forest Reservation Com-
mission, but due to the fact that the acreage was not thought 
large enough to justify the beginning of a purchase program, 
the acquisition was delayed. Early in 1936 the optioned areas 
had increased to 40,000 acres which were available at an 
average price of $11.00 per acre. The Forest Service au-
thorities again presented to the National Forest Reservation 
Commission a request for the purchase of the 40,000 acres op-
tioned. At this time, however, there was only a limited fund of 
two and one-half million dollars left in the national forest pur-
chase fund and the Commission questioned the advisability of 
going ahead with the establishment of new forest purchase 
areas without having more substantial purchase funds avail-
able. It was the thought of the Commission that it might be 
better for the time being to consolidate purchases in other 
states where extensive areas had already been secured. It was, 
therefore, the decision of the Commission at that time, that ad-
ditional purchases would only be made in forest purchase 
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Abandoned field, typical of thousands of acres of badly eroded 
uplands along the M issitlsippi. 
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An Iowa Lake, typical of S ites being developed for Wild L i fe Refuges. 
areas where at least 20 per cent of the available acreage had 
already been secured. This action by the Reservation Com-
mission has delayed the beginning of the national forest pur-
chase program in Iowa as well as in several other states. 
As evidence of good faith on the part of the National Forest 
Reservation Commission in the Iowa national forest project, 
the Commission during 1936 authorized the purchase of the 
federal forest nursery of approximately 100 acres at Keo-
~auqua, Iowa. The purpose of this nursery is to produce forest 
planting stock to be used on the national forest areas as these 
are acquired. The state has been informed that as soon as 
more adequate funds are made available for national forest 
acquisition purposes that the Iowa program will get under 
way. It has been the hope of those interested in Iowa that the 
Iowa national forest purchase program might be carried along 
from year to year the same as in most of the other states. 
ALTHOUGH the delay in getting the national forestry pro-
gram started in Iowa has been rather disappointing, it has 
been possible to make a start toward the state forestry pro-
gram. In the spring of 1935 the state legislature of Iowa pro-
vided $500,000.00 for cooperation of the state with the federal 
government in the emergency conservation program. This 
fund was made available for assisting in the so-called CCC 
program. The funds were available for the purchase of ma-
terials, and supplies; the employment of personnel and for 
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the purchase of needed land to further the CCC program. In 
addition to the purchase of supplies and materials which could 
not be secured through federal funds, the state has acquired 
a considerable acreage of park lands both in new areas and 
adjoining existing state parks and in addition has been able to 
purchase approximately 10,000 acres of lands which are being 
set-up as state forests. On April 1, 1937, the acquisition pro-
gram for state forest lands showed the following lands pur-
chased: 
McGregor Purchase unit ................................ 3714 acres 
Grand River Purchase unit . . . . . . . ... .... . . . . . .. .. .. . .. 807 acres 
Chariton Purchase unit ................................ 1759 acres 
Keosauqua Purchase unit ............................ 2733 acres 
Pine Hollow Purchase unit .. ... . .. ... .. . . .. ... ... ... .. 530 acres 
Total .............................................................. 9543 acres 
The lands which have been acquired to date are practically 
all timber lands. Purchases were made only after the areas 
had been appraised and timber estimates made. The average 
price for the lands is approximately $10.50 per acre. These 
are to be administered under the Land and Water Division of 
the Conservation Commission. Management plans will be or-
ganized for these areas with the idea that under Iowa conditions 
it will be possible to develop so-called "multiple use" forests. 
In this type of forest not only will good crops of timber be pro-
duced both by improving present stand and by replanting, but 
in addition provision will be made for the maximum production 
of game. The plan also calls for the proper protection of wat-
ersheds in such a way as to prevent rapid runoff and also to 
correct soil erosion difficulties. Some of the areas which are 
considered most suitable for grazing purposes will be developed 
for this use, with a system of grazing fees for livestock. 
Although it is not the purpose on the state forests to develop 
these areas intensively for recreational purposes, yet the wild 
wooded areas will serve admirably those people who do not 
care to use the more highly developed state parks. 
One of the most urgent of the problems is to develop the 
present lands in such a way as to get the best timber produc-
tion. This is not easy in view of the fact that these areas have 
been cut over for many years with little or no thought as to 
the renewal of the stand. On many of the tracts only the poorer 
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types of timber remain. If these lands are to produce satis-
factory returns to the state a careful plan of management must 
be followed out. Another activity which will produce results 
in a relatively short time is the reforestation work which will 
be carried on the denuded tracts. It is the plan of the state 
to produce its own forest planting stock in a state nursery which 
has already been acquired, making possible reforestation at a 
low cost. 
{N THE STATE legislative session of 1935 the old Board of 
Conservation and the Fish and Game Commission were con-
solidated into one body known as the Iowa Conservation Com-
m1ss10n. The Commission at once took steps to develop the 
forestry work of the state. A State Forester was appointed 
under the Lands and Waters Division and this officer has had 
charge of the forest land acquisition program to date. An 
assistant state forester is to be appointed in the near future. 
This will make possible setting up an organization to handle 
properly the state forests as they are acquired. 
In developing the state forest areas it is planned to use CCC 
camps as far as these are available. At the present time three 
forestry camps have been authorized, two of which are on the 
job at the present time. One of these camps will assist at the 
state forest nursery of eighty acres for the production of forest 
planting stock. Another camp is located at Keosauqua, Iowa, and 
will be available for developing the state forest lands which 
have already been secured or will later be purchased in that 
vicinity. The third camp is slated for the Chariton purchase 
unit for June 1, 1937. It is the plan of the state to build up suffic-
ciently large state forests in the vicinity of the CCC camps to 
provide a more or less permanent set-up. 
Much of the progress in connection with the state forestry 
program has been made possible through the state appropriation 
of $500,000 for the present biennium. Already bills have been 
introduced in the present legislature, which, if passed, will 
provide for a similar appropriation for the biennium July 1, 
1937 to June 30, 1939. It is expected that a reasonable amount 
of any new funds appropriated will be available for continuing 
the forest land purchases in the state. 
SEVERAL years ago Congress passed an act known as the Ful-
mer law. The bill provides for the federal government to fur-
nish funds for acquiring land to be administered by the state. 
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A Chapter in the Story of Devastation by Erosion. Saline Canyon, Utah. 
This gully has been formed in the last few years. 
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These funds are to be on the basis of a long time loan without in-
terest-the sum to be paid back to the federal government when 
the state land begins to produce a revenue. At the last session of 
the Iowa legislature an enabling act was passed which was 
planned to place Iowa in a position to benefit from the Fulmer 
Act fund. However, an amendment which was added to the 
Iowa bill has made it ineffective. This amendment, however, 
may be adjusted in the legislature which is now in session and 
it is probable that Congress will appropriate a fund to make the 
Fulmer act affective. If this is done Iowa should receive aid 
from this source which would assist materially in adding to its 
state forest areas. 
THE COMING OF THE TREES 
"Let trees be made, for Earth is bare," 
Spake the Voice of the Lord in thunder. 
The roots ran deep and the trees were there, 
And Earth was full of wonder. 
For the white birch leaned, the oak held straight, 
The pines marched down the mountain; 
The orchards bowed with their blossomed weight 
And the elm rose up like a fountain. 
The Palm stood proud as Aaron's rod, 
The willow billowed slowly. 
So came the trees at the call of God; 
And all the trees are holy. 
-Arthur Guiterman. 
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